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USE AND ABUSE OF SUBMARINES 

BY REAR-ADMIRAL W. F. FULLAM, U. S. N. 

Mb. Balfour's eloquent speech at the Washington Con- 
ference accepting in principle Mr. Hughes's plan for the limita- 
tion of battleship armament focussed the attention of the world 
upon the submarine. He frankly admitted that the small 
coast-defense submarine, of short cruising radius, is a weapon of 
defense for weak nations against the aggression of the strong 
upon the sea, and he also recognized the great offensive power of 
the long-range cruising submarine in naval warfare. 

The suggestions to abolish submarines altogether, or to limit 
their size, and to outlaw the big cruiser has found many advo- 
cates. It is plain why a great maritime nation might look with 
favor upon Mr. Balfour's suggestion. And many good people 
the world over, recalling German "f rightfulness", would 
applaud the extinction of the submarine. But we must avoid 
precipitate action. The legitimate uses of the submarine must 
not be denied. It has been condemned without a hearing. 
The charges against it have been exaggerated. It may be 
claimed that it is not more inhumane than many other weapons 
if no restrictions were placed upon the latter. International 
law can control the submarine within limits that the world will 
recognize as humane — quite as humane as any weapon that kills 
or wins in war. 

Suppose that surface cruisers were to sink merchant ships at 
sea with or without warning and leave their crews and passengers 
in midocean in small boats: Would that be an argument to 
abolish cruisers? Suppose a brutal combatant should turn ma- 
chine guns upon prisoners, or upon an enemy that is surrounded, 
helpless, and crying for quarter: Would that be a reason for 
abolishing machine guns? There is scarcely a weapon of war 
that cannot be fiendishly and inhumanely used. Witness the 
massacre of the miners at Herrin, Illinois, after they had sur- 
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rendered! Should the rifle be abolished for this reason? Bet- 
ter hang fiends on shore and pirates at sea. 

If the great and powerful nations of the world, Great Britain, 
Japan, France, Italy, the United States, and others — the only 
nations that are strong enough to be aggressive upon the sea — 
wish to abolish submarines, let them do so. But how about the 
small and weak nations like Belgium, China, Cuba, and Portu- 
gal? Must they, too, give up the submarine? The small 
U-boat would be one of the most potent of all weapons to defend 
them from invasion or aggression. And a few big cruising sub- 
marines would enable them to take the offensive against a strong 
nation that sought to crush them. Are they to be denied all 
offensive weapons? They cannot afford to build big navies for 
offensive or defensive purposes. Is the cry of "inhumanity" 
to be used to make the weak still weaker and the strong still 
stronger? 

Statistics prove that only 12,000 lives were destroyed by sub- 
marines in the World War. There was greater loss of life, 
greater suffering, and more "inhumanity" in each of hundreds 
of battles on land than the total loss in submarine warfare dur- 
ing the whole four years ! 

The inhuman use of submarines can be condemned and out- 
lawed just as other acts of war are controlled. The rights of 
neutrals upon the sea, and the protection of the innocent and the 
helpless, can be secured by regulations quite as binding as those 
that forbid the killing of prisoners or noncombatants on land. 

We hear much of the "freedom of the seas." Is it not de- 
sirable? Is it not righteous that the interests of all nations, 
great and small, weak and strong, shall be made secure upon the 
sea? No one nation or combination of nations should be per- 
mitted to dominate the oceans and to crush the weak. 

Admirals of distinction have pointed out that the submarine 
is the most potent of all forces in securing the freedom of the seas. 
It is more powerful than other weapons, particularly when allied 
with air power. It gives more security than treaties, which 
may be violated as "scraps of paper". Remember Belgium! 

If all nations, large and small, are permitted to use sub- 
marines, no one naval power can dominate the sea. The great- 



USE AND ABUSE OF SUBMARINES 469 

est navy in the world cannot rule the oceans. And it is not too 
much to say that no combination of navies can do it. The Ger- 
man U-boats fought the navies of the world and nearly won the 
World War under conditions most disadvantageous to them. 

The recently expressed opinions of Admiral von Scheer on the 
subject of submarine warfare merit careful attention : 

It is by no means to the interest of all nations that a weapon such as the 
submarine should be forbidden, for it represents a balance against the possi- 
bility of being overwhelmed by powers which are unusually strong at sea. 

It is just possible that the true freedom of the seas may one day become 
reality. In that case the World War with Germany will not have been fought 
in vain, although she perished in the attempt. 

England can never again be supreme upon the sea. 

The submarine changes naval warfare inasmuch as it places the attacker at 
a disadvantage. This would cause a nation, contemplating war, to drawback. 
Thus the submarine becomes a weapon which urges peace! 

The more we study this subject the more clearly it appears 
that the submarine, far from being a weapon to be condemned, 
is one to be exalted. Great nations fear it. Why? Because it 
stands squarely in the way of future aggression on the sea! 
Thus it may discourage war. A nation with a great merchant 
fleet, dependent upon it for her life, may stop and. think twice or 
thrice before she forces war upon a nation, however weak, that is 
prepared to use submarines and air forces in self-defense. We 
find in Admiral Sims's book ample proof of the power of the sub- 
marine in preventing the "command of the sea" by a great sur- 
face navy. In which are the people of the world most interested 
just at present — in the "command of the sea" or in the "free- 
dom of the sea"? Do they wish to aid the offensive or to 
strengthen the defensive? To aid the weak or to assist the 
strong? To increase taxation or to reduce it? 

Navies cannot be abolished. War cannot be abolished. The 
power of the battleship, of the submarine, and of air forces must 
be intelligently studied as they affect the "command" as well as 
the "freedom" of the sea. The weak nation must not be left at 
the mercy of the strong upon the world's highway. 

W. F. Fullam. 



